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Building A Leader’s Identity on Social Media 
Introduction  
As of January 2021, there were 4.2 billion active social media users, which is equivalent 
to more than 53 percent of the world’s total population (Kemp, 2021). This figure increased by 
over 490 million users in the past year (Kemp, 2021). Social media usage has largely intercepted 
our personal, social, and professional lives and is expected to increase yearly (Kemp, 2021). The 
emergence of social media in politics, and business branding highlights how social media is 
becoming an important tool. 
According to The Harris Poll, 62 percent of consumers say that businesses that do not 
have a strong social media presence will not succeed in the long run and 91 percent of business 
executives anticipate their company’s social media budget to increase over the next few years 
(Gronek, 2021). Social media is not only viable for the success of future businesses but also for 
political leaders. For example, presidential election victories for both former presidents Barack 
Obama and Donald Trump were attributed to their social media usage (Edelman Research, 2009; 
Stahl, 2016). Social media platforms allow leaders to share information quickly and efficiently 
with their followers, improving their management of any conflicts or confusions. It also allows 
leaders to open up dialogue between themselves and their followers, which can widen the range 
of gaining alternate and strategic ideas (Heavey, et al, 2020).  
Social media platforms enable anyone to grow a large following, so this article defines a 
leader as any individual who influences others. Since leaders have such great influence, we hold 
them to a higher moral standard making leaders more likely to leave their personal identity out of 
their social media presence. However, being authentic and thinking intentionally about how to 




seen when constructing an identity on social media is that there is a challenge in meshing the 
professional and personal identity. However, followers preferred real-life identities to be fully 
represented on the web (Ruan, et al, 2020). Understanding the correct mix of professional and 
personal information on social media can be beneficial (Jiang & Kulemeka, 2017; Ruan, et al, 
2020).  
Congresswoman, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez has the most Twitter followers of any 
member of the House. AOC’s content ranges from starting political discussions to voter 
information to fun clips of her dog. AOC shares both professional and personal content. Her 
platform allows her to influence national conversations and has led to the creation of her fandom, 
people who consume everything she says and does (Cillizza, 2020). Social media has a tangible 
impact on the influence users carry when they have a large enough following. However, it is 
unclear exactly how leaders like AOC, were able to craft their social media accounts to elicit 
trust from their followers and to be more effective.  
Using the present scholarship on authentic leadership and identity construction the 
current paper will create a theoretical framework that will help leaders build their identities on 
social media. This paper provides a roadmap for how to integrate personal and professional 
identity in order to lead followers more effectively. I do this through the lens of authentic 
leadership because it would help balance a leader’s true identity and allow them to maintain a 
trusting relationship with their followers. The theory of authentic leadership, according to 
Gardner (2011), is that it is the idea that “people in organizations can effectively lead, and 
follow, in a way that enables them to express their own unique identity and style”. In this paper, I 
will first review the literature on authentic leadership and trust. Then, provide a theoretical model 




discuss the practical implications of the research to aid the construction of identity on social 
media.  
Authentic leadership 
Social media influences the construction of our identity on and off-line (Coad, 2017). For 
leaders, their perceived identity will affect the network and resources they may have access to, as 
well as their relationship with their followers. However, leaders may have trouble representing a 
whole well-rounded identity. In one study, student leaders discussed how leadership contracts, 
campus responsibilities, and supervisor expectations sometimes had a silencing impact on their 
true selves (Ahlquist, 2017).  I argue that authentic leadership could be the best direction for 
social media usage and identity construction because it would address this silencing impact, as 
well as build a trusting relationship with their followers. Which should increase the leaders’ 
influence and effectiveness. 
Authentic leadership is a genuine and value-based leadership style (Gardner et al, 2011). 
An authentic leader is self-aware, trustworthy, and committed to organizational success. 
Authentic leadership recognizes the importance for a leader to self-reflect and be self-aware to 
improve. Identity is a key factor in establishing authentic leadership and plays a role in how 
individuals regulate others' perceptions of them (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). 
The starting points for authentic leadership and for building a public image begin with the 
Greek philosophy, "Know thyself".  The goal is to identify genuine aspects of yourself that 
should be emphasized to other people (Criswell & Campbell, 2008a). Ways to establish your true 
self are by using honesty, admitting to personal mistakes, staying true to personal values through 




well-rounded image of authenticity. A part of being an authentic leader is having the ability to be 
self-aware and to self-reflect. Leaders should evolve and improve. Feedback is crucial for that 
change and having stable self-esteem will allow leaders to remain open and be non-defensive to 
negative feedback (Leroy et al, 2015). Part of that evolution is incorporating, desired traits and 
skills that the leader may want, as well as their followers. To remain true to the goal of 
authenticity, according to Criswell and Campbell (2008a) the best way to accomplish that is to 
first recognize your current image, then to find what your desired image is, and then finally 
develop the skills to close the gap between the two. 
Authentic leadership is essential to building trust between the leader and follower. 
Personality and humanness are indicators of effective leadership (Criswell & Campbell, 2008a). 
Humanizing leaders help them become more accessible, which can lead to desirable professional 
networks, increase trust, and can help leaders balance work and life (Jiang, Luo & Kulemeka, 
2017). Research has also shown that followers feel personally connected with leaders, even in 
the absence of interactions, when leaders consistently provide reliable information and align with 
their values. This personal connection can lead to followers creating emotional bonds with 
leaders, which can lead to affective trust (Heavy et al, 2020). Authentic leadership is important 
for establishing the identity of the leader and the relationship between them and their followers. 
Trust 
Trust is the willingness to be vulnerable with others in the face of uncertainty, which is based 
on positive expectations regarding the other party's intentions or behaviors (Mishra & Mishra, 
2013). The two types of trust leaders should form with followers is cognitive and affective trust. 
Cognitive trust is formed based on the availability, reliability, and credibility of the information 




enhances individual, team, and organizational performances and creates deeper and more loyal 
relationships, which have stronger resiliency in the face of crisis (Mishra & Mishra, 2013). 
Researchers have found that trust in leadership is positively related to a variety of outcomes, 
including job, organizational citizenship behaviors, organizational commitment, and job 
satisfaction, and is negatively related to the intention to quit (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Mayer & 
Gavin, 2005). Trust is the key factor for leaders to build a strong bond between them and their 
followers.  
According to Mishra and Mishra (2013), the four basic aspects that lead to individuals 
trusting leaders are reliability, openness, competence, and compassion. Reliability is the need for 
consistency between one’s words and actions (Gabarro, 1987; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991; 
McGregor, 1967; Ouchi, 1981). Openness is being honest about one’s own experiences and 
having the willingness to listen to others (Ouchi, 1981). Competence is the abilities, skills, and 
knowledge needed to achieve an expected performance (Nooteboom, 2002). Compassion is 
empathy towards others and not taking an unfair advantage of them. Also, compassion is placing 
your interest at an equal level of importance of others (Cummings & Bromiley, 1996; McGregor, 
1967).  The best way for a leader to show they are reliable, open, competent, and compassionate 
is by communicating with their followers honestly and authentically.  
An interview done by Mishra and Mishra (2013) with Bob Lintz, a former General Motors 
plant manager, discussed his thoughts on openness and trust. Lintz stated that: 
 “You really have to have it in your inner soul or in your inner conscious about 
the type of person you are. Opening yourself up and displaying your weaknesses 
is not easy for a lot of people. If you’re going to get people to trust you, you’re 




and demonstrate a commitment to a change process to which you’re trying to lead 
the organization. I just don’t feel that you can fake it.” (p.20) 
Lintz essentially uses an authentic leadership approach to create a trusting bond with his 
employees. By being vulnerable with others authentic leaders encourage others to be vulnerable 
with them, giving their followers the confidence that they will not be exploited and therefore 
leading them to have more trust in those leaders (Mishra & Mishra, 2013). Authentic leaders 
avoid the risk of being perceived as being hypocritical because there are no gaps or differences 
that are perceptible between their words and their actions (Walumbwa et al, 2008). They are also 
perceived by others as being aware of their own and other’s values and morals, which brings in 
the compassion aspect of building trust (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). Authentic leadership is the 
foundation for successfully establishing a trusting relationship between a leader and their 
followers.  
Authentic Online Identity  
The theoretical framework (Figure 1) that will help leaders build their identities on social 
media is a combination of personal and professional identities along with audience desire and 
expectation to create an authentic online presence. Using an authentic leadership approach and 
integrating the aspects of the leader's personal and professional identities as well as incorporating 
the desires and expectations of their audience to create a fully represented true identity of the 








Authentic Online Identity Conceptual Model 
 
Personal identity  
Personal identity and the idea of the self are the foundations for building an authentic 
identity online. It is constructed by one's internal values and morals and projects into the 
development of other identities (Ruan, et al, 2020). Individual or personal identity consists of a 
set of relatively stable characteristics that individuals ascribe to themselves, their narrative story, 
goals, beliefs, and values (Nagy & Koles, 2014). A large part of the personal identity is the 
narrative story of a person. The self-narrative is what makes an action, experience, or 
characteristic properly attributed to a person (Rodogno, 2012). Everything begins with an 
understanding of the self. The self is a collection of identities drawn from role positions, which 
gives a person a sense of meaning and influences their behavior (Hogg et al, 1995).  
Criswell and Campbell (2008b) found in their research, about identity in the workplace, 




information about them. On social media personal identity is seen through posts about the 
activities, events, opinions, interests, and relationships of an individual (Bossio, & Sacco, 2017). 
A lot of social media content seems to be driven by individual personality, not an organizational 
brand. People prefer to follow individual, rather than institutional accounts (Bossio, & Sacco, 
2017; Sihi & Lawson, 2018).  
According to research done by Sihi and Lawson (2018), personal content can be used to 
make deeper connections with followers, provided an avenue for self-expression, and an 
effective way to humanize an organization or brand. Being personal is crucial in building a 
brand, however, authenticity is the key to the believability of this brand (Bossio, & Sacco, 2017). 
Personal posts are viewed as authentic, original, and relatable, and posts that go along with 
industry trends can help establish credibility to the account (Sihi & Lawson, 2018). Sharing 
personal experiences, stories, opinions, or beliefs was found to be the most common contributor 
to the perception of authenticity on online platforms (Sandlin & Peña, 2014). The personal aspect 
of the account allows for more authentic dialogue between leaders and their followers (Sihi and 
Lawson, 2018). Being personal creates a vulnerability that is attractive to audiences. 
Professional Identity 
The development of digital identity is parallel to professional identity. Therefore, the 
origins of digital identity formation come from the perceived needs of an individual's 
professional roles (Ruan, et al, 2020). According to Bossio and Sacco (2017), professional 
identity is the understanding of the self in a professional context. Professional identity is how an 
individual behaves within the confines of a particular organization or profession. A 
representation of the professional identity online is important for individuals to find the right 




found that students used social media, specifically Twitter to build a name- and face recognition 
in their academic discourse community. 
The research shows that while most people choose to alter and shape their digital 
identities in online environments, tensions can arise when constructing these identities in 
professional contexts. Alquist (2017) brings up the concept of the silencing impact that 
professional organizations can have on their employees when it comes to their online identities. 
It seems that professional identity is more encouraged to be represented as opposed to a personal 
one. However, research has shown that people prefer real-life identity to be wholly represented 
on the web. Instances of misalignment resulted in identity conflict, compromising one of the 
identities (Ruan et al, 2020). 
Jiang and Kulemeka's (2017) research showed that having a balance of professional and 
personal information on social media tends to establish mutually beneficial relationships. For 
example, in Bossio & Sacco's (2017) study on Australian and American journalists, they found 
that the journalist who merged their professional and personal identities on social media saw it as 
an opportunity to engage with sources and audience members. These journalists used their 
personal online identities and connections to further enable their journalism. In these instances, 
the integration of professional and personal identity on social media became an essential tool for 
their work. In another study, some journalists used social media mainly as a professional 
communication tool but still opted to share several posts that represented their personal lives or 
interests, because it was difficult to separate the two as time went on (Bossio & Holton, 2018). 
What both theses study found was that although participants initially preferred keeping personal 




integration of both components allowed individuals to build better connections and have their 
identities fully represented.  
Professional identity is constructed by the socialization and the expected roles of an 
individual’s profession (Slay, & Smith, 2010). Examples of this online would be likes, 
comments, and general traffic towards content. Individuals should modify the kind of content 
they post, based on the success of a certain kind of post and the general feedback they receive 
from others (Ruan, et al, 2020). Professional identity is formed by the professional roles 
demanded from an individual as well as the feedback they receive from their peers. 
Audience desires/ role expectation  
People construct and perform identity for a particular audience, therefore the 
representation of the self in online environments is influenced by the understanding and 
engagement with an audience (Bossio, & Sacco, 2017). Since people construct and perform 
identity for a particular audience, identity is created within a context of sharing. However, 
Bossio and Sacco (2017) warn that creating content with a particular audience in mind can be 
seen as inauthentic. A leader can and should develop their skills to close the gap between their 
desired image and their current image to enhance their perceived authenticity (Criswell & 
Campbell, 2008a). Therefore, it is important to consider the desired traits and skills that the 
followers may want when constructing the leader’s identity.  
The process of building a leadership image rest on prior expectations about the leader. 
Research shows that people try to ensure that their public image is consistent with the roles 
demanded by their situation. The failure to convey impressions that are consistent with one's 




management is influenced by self-concept, desired perceptions, role constraints, a leader's 
audience, and a leader's current and potential image (Leary & Kowalski 1990). According to Just 
and Crigler (2000) reputation merges with personal traits, so much so that positive or negative 
evaluations can influence the perception of what is regarded as personal qualities of a leader. 
Therefore, it is beneficial for leaders to build an identity that is charismatic and responsive to the 
needs and interests of their audience (Khamis et al, 2017). 
It is important to note that a person’s potential to lead relies on the extent to which they 
are perceived by followers to embody the group’s identity (Hogg et al, 2019). How people will 
respond to a leader depends on what social group they perceive the leader to be a part of, groups 
like nationality, heritage, gender, race, and other identity categories (Ruderman & Ernst, 2010). 
Certain groups’ identities are stigmatized, due to inequalities in our society. “A stigmatized 
cultural identity is one in which members of a group are assumed to be tainted or inferior” (Slay 
& Smith, 2010, p.86). Consequently, if a leader is perceived to be a part of one of these groups it 
could prevent easy inclusion to other groups, which can affect their effectiveness to lead. When 
constructing your identity as a leader it is important to understanding your perceived identity. 
Discussion  
Social media has become an important aspect of our personal, social, and professional lives. An 
example of this is vital usage of it in politics and business branding. For leaders, social media 
platforms allow them to share information quickly and efficiently, improving their management 
of any conflicts and also allows leaders to open up dialogue between themselves and their 
followers (Heavey, et al, 2020). Since social media platforms enable anyone to grow a large 
following, this article defines a leader as any individual who influences others. Since leaders are 




2017). However, being authentic and intentionally displaying a personal and professional 
identity online is important for their effectiveness. According to research done by Ruan et al 
(2020) followers prefer real-life identities to be fully represented on the web. So, it can be 
beneficial to understanding the correct mix of professional and personal information on social 
media (Jiang & Kulemeka, 2017; Ruan, et al, 2020). 
Authentic leadership is a leadership style that allows individuals to effectively lead in a way that 
enables them to express their unique identity and style (Gardner, 2011). Authentic leadership is 
to identify and emphasize genuine aspects of yourself to other people (Criswell & Campbell, 
2008a). Leaders who are more personable and humanized are more effective because it helps 
them become more accessible and desirable to professional networks, which increases trust. 
(Criswell & Campbell, 2008b; Jiang, Luo & Kulemeka, 2017). This paper argues that authentic 
leadership could be the best direction when constructing a leader's identity online because it 
would not only address the silencing impact professional organizations may have on the leader's 
personal identity, but also help build a trusting relationship between them and their followers.  
Trust is the key factor when building a strong bond between leaders and their followers. Trust is 
defined as the willingness to be vulnerable with others in the face of uncertainty (Mishra & 
Mishra, 2013).  Trust creates deeper and more loyal relationships and can enhance individual, 
team, and organizational performances (Mishra & Mishra, 2013). Leaders should focus on 
forming two forms of trust with their followers, cognitive and affective trust. Cognitive trust is 
formed based on the reliability, availability, and credibility of information given by the leader. 
Affective trust is formed based on emotional bonds (Heavey et al, 2020).  
This paper aims to integrate personal and professional identity, as well as the audience’s desires 




authentic online presence. Using an authentic leadership approach, this paper builds a theoretical 
framework (Figure 1) that combines these aspects of identity and expectations to create a fully 
represented true identity of the leader, which would allow them to establish a trusting 
relationship with their followers. 
Personal identity is an individual's narrative story, goals, beliefs, and values, and a set of 
relatively stable characteristics that they ascribe to themselves (Nagy & Koles, 2014). Personal 
posts, that share personal experiences, stories, opinions are viewed as authentic, original, and 
relatable (Sandlin & Peña, 2014; Sihi & Lawson, 2018). This vulnerability online encourages 
others to be vulnerable with the leader, leading them to have more trust in that leader (Mishra & 
Mishra, 2013). 
Identity is created within a context of sharing, and therefore construction and performance of 
identity are for a particular audience, so the representation of the self in online environments is 
influenced by the awareness of and engagement with an audience (Bossio, & Sacco, 2017). A 
person's potential to lead relies on the extent to which they are perceived by followers (Hogg et 
al, 2019). Understanding impression management is vital for leaders to convey an image that is 
consistent with one's roles and identity. It is constructed by the self-concept, desired perceptions, 
role constraints, a leader's audience, and a leader's current and potential image (Leary & 
Kowalski 1990). The best way to maintain authenticity, while considering an audience's desire 
and expectation of a leader is for leaders to develop the skills to become their desired image 
(Criswell and Campbell, 2008a).  
Professional Identity is the understanding of the self in a professional context. How a person 
would behave within the confines of a particular profession and is constructed by the 




& Smith, 2010). Although digital identity is developed parallel to professional identity, research 
has shown that the integration of both personal and professional identity allows individuals to 
build better connections and have their identities fully represented online (Jiang & Kulemeka, 
2017; Ruan, et al, 2020). 
Practical implications  
Based on the research, personal posts are perceived as original, relatable, and authentic; 
and professional posts that follow industry trends help establish credibility (Sihi & Lawson, 
2018). Using humor and a personal opinion on post captions is a strategic way to self-promote 
(Bossio & Holton, 2018). Posting images of everyday life, hobbies and activities brings more 
humanity to the posts, and using more lighthearted and intimate language rather than a 
professional one helps (Bossio & Sacco, 2017). Criswell and Campbell (2008b) advise using 
inclusive language like "us" and "we" when addressing followers and to ensure there is 
consistency between what you say, what you do, and how you appear. However, a part of being 
human is not being able to promise consistency, so it is important, to be honest, admit personal 
mistakes, have self-awareness, and stay true to personal values through your behavior (Leroy et 
al, 2015). A way to stay open and self-aware is by having a willingness to listen to others and to 
place your interest at an equal level of importance of others (Mishra & Mishra, 2013). Some 
helpful tips from professionals and researchers are to understand the importance of disconnecting 
and limiting social media usage. Disconnection can lead to less anxiety; help maintain a distinct 
representation of the self-online and may also help manage large audiences (Bossio & Holton, 
2018). Another important tip to consider is that the online world is permanent, so it is best to 
think of social media as a publishing platform (Bossio & Sacco, 2017). Lastly, remember to 




opinions, and beliefs (Sandlin & Peña, 2014). Having an authentic identity online is not about 
creating a perfect public image, but about representing yourself in an honest way that followers 
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